Flabelligena gascognensis sp. Nov. (Polychaeta: Acrocirridae), una especie nueva del cañón de Capbreton (Golfo de Vizcaya, Atlántico NE) by Aguirrezabalaga, Florencio & Ceberio, Argiloa
INTRODUCTION
The family Acrocirridae was created by Banse
(1969) and currently contains four genera:
Acrocirrus, Flabelligella, Flabelligena and
Macrochaeta (Fauchald, 1977; Pettibone, 1982;
Wolf, 1984; Blake, 1996; Gillet, 2001).
The genus Flabelligella Hartman, 1965, was ini-
tially placed in the family Flabelligeridae, and later
in the family Fauveliopsidae (Hartman, 1971). Soon
after, Orensanz (1974) emended the diagnosis of the
family Acrocirridae and included the genus
Flabelligella in this family. Eight species had been
described belonging to the genus Flabelligella
(Hartman, 1965; Hartman and Fauchald, 1971;
Fauchald, 1972; Orensanz, 1974; Kolmer, 1985).
Finally, Gillet (2001) erected the new genus
Flabelligena, which included species belonging to
the genus Flabelligella bearing a pair of palps
[branchiae in Orensanz (1974), Kolmer (1985) and
Blake (1996)] and spinulose notochaetae.
At three bathyal stations situated on the continen-
tal slope of the Capbreton Canyon 270 specimens of
a new species of the genus Flabelligena, which has
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RESUMEN: FLABELLIGENA GASCOGNENSIS SP. NOV. (POLYCHAETA: ACROCIRRIDAE), UNA ESPECIE NUEVA DEL CAÑÓN DE
CAPBRETON (GOLFO DE VIZCAYA, ATLÁNTICO NE). – Flabelligena gascognensis (Annelida: Polychaeta), una nueva especie
de la familia Acrocirridae Banse, 1969 que se describe del Atlántico NE. Los ejemplares fueron recolectados en el Cañón de
Capbretón entre 545 y 1113 m de profundidad. La nueva especie tiene tres pares de branquias y un par de grandes papilas
ventrales. Se propone una pequeña enmienda en la diagnosis del género, con objeto de incluir la nueva especie y dos más,
Flabelligella mediterranea Kolmer,1985 y Flabelligella biscayensis Kolmer,1985, dentro del género Flabelligena. Se inclu-
yen una clave y una tabla comparativa de los principales caracteres de las especies conocidas del género. 
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three pairs of branchiae, were collected. The new
species of Flabelligena is described, raising the num-
ber of known species to six. A light emendation of the
diagnosis of the genus is proposed with the aim of
including the new species, and Flabelligella mediter-
ranea Kolmer, 1985 and Flabelligella biscayensis
Kolmer, 1985 in the genus Flabelligena. A key and a
comparative table of the main characters of the
known species of the genus are also included.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
Specimens were collected at three stations situat-
ed in the Capbreton Canyon. Those of the station
DI-12, situated between 1012 and 1113 m depth,
were obtained using a Sanders-Hessler epibenthic
dredge. The stations OB6-E´-TS09, situated
between 756 and 795 m depth, and OB10-B-TS07,
situated between 545 and 572 m depth, were sam-
pled using a Roscoff suprabenthic sled (Dauvin et
al., 1995). Both types of gear had a mesh size of 0.5
mm. The samples were sieved through a 0.5 mm
screen. Specimens were preserved in a 10%
formaldehyde-seawater solution.
Type material has been deposited in the follow-
ing institutions: Museo Nacional de Ciencias
Naturales, Madrid (MNCN), Muséum National
d´Histoire Naturelle, Paris (MNHN), Université
Catholique de l´Ouest (UCO), and Sociedad
Cultural de Investigación Submarina, San Sebastian
(INSUB)
SYSTEMATICS
Fam. ACROCIRRIDAE Banse, 1969
Flabelligena gascognensis sp. nov.
(Figs. 1–6)
Material examined: Atlantic Ocean, Bay of Biscay, Capbreton
Canyon, 43º50.09´N 2º03.23´W to 43º49.14´N 2º02.64´W, 572-545
m, soft bottom, R/V Côtes de la Manche, OXYBENT 10 stn OB10-
B-TS07, 29 April 2000, holotype (MNCN 16.01/10104) and 203
paratypes (MNCN 16.01/10105 2 paratypes) (MNHN XXXX 2
paratypes) (INSUB POL-178). Same, 43º36.30´N 1º45.99´W to
43º35.79´N 1º47.33´W, 756–795 m, soft bottom, R/V Côtes de la
Manche, OXYBENT 6 stn OB6-E´-TS09, 7 December 1998, 24
paratypes (UCO XXXX 2 paratypes) (INSUB POL-179). Same,
43º38.57´N 2º17.93´W to 43º38.33´N 2º18.11´W, 1012–1113 m,
soft bottom, R/V Côte d’Aquitaine, CAPBRETON 88 stn DI-12, 6
July 1988, 42 specimens, (INSUB POL-180).
Description: Two hundred and seventy speci-
mens, all incomplete. Holotype, length 7.85 mm,
maximum width 1.19 mm, 14 chaetigers. Length of
paratypes 2.07-15.41 mm. Maximum width 0.43-
1.71 mm, 9-25 chaetigers.
Body cylindrical, dorsal and ventral surface cov-
ered with cylindrical, thin papillae distally slightly
enlarged (Figs. 1A, 3D, 4A,B, 5A, 6). Ventrally, two
central, parallel lines that go across the body and , as
is observed in F. mediterranea, in the anterior region
of the body diverge taking a Y- shape (Figs. 1A, 4A).
Anterior region, until chaetiger 4 inclusive,
slightly slender. From chaetiger 5 to 8-9 body more
inflated, afterwards becoming slender. Some indi-
viduals with ova situated in body cavity between
chaetigers 5 and 8-9 (Fig. 1A).
Prostomium subpentagonal, without eyes (Figs.
1B, 5A, B). Pair of short, globular frontal palps
(Figs. 1B, 6). These are lost very easily and most
individuals lack them.
Peristomium with pair of frontal branchiae; later-
ally to each branchia one lateral, triangular expan-
sion, with one bottle-shaped papilla on external part
of its base; next segment laterally ending in one
expansion, with one papilliform button bearing one
branchia (Figs. 1B, 4B, 5A,B, 6).
Second segment bearing one pair of lateral
branchiae. As occurred with palps, branchiae are lost
very easily and most individuals lack them. Scars of
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FIG. 1. – Flabelligena gascognensis sp. nov.; A, anterior region,
ventral view; B, anterior part, dorsal view; scars and remains of
branchiae and frontal palps are added; C, anterior part, ventral view. 




sm70s1141-11  29/5/06  20:12  Página 142
attachment can be easily observed and in a very small
number of individuals some brachiae or remains of
them can also be observed (Figs. 1B, 4B, 5A, B).
Two large, cylindrical-conical ventral papillae
between chaetigers 6 and 7 (Figs. 1A, 4A).
First chaetae from second segment (first
chaetigerous segment). First two chaetigers unir-
rameous, only having neuropodium. From third
chaetiger all chaetigers birrameous.
Notochaetae long, slender, spinulose capillary
(Figs. 2, 3C), easily lost, with maximum number
of four.
Two to four neurochaetae large, long composite
falcigers, blade joined to shaft by membrane (Figs.
2, 3A). Blade long, distally curved, unidentate, dis-
tally covered with hyaline membranous cap. Inner
edge of blade of some chaetae slightly denticulate
(Figs. 3A, B), others smooth 
Notopodium encircled by papillae similar in
shape but larger and longer than those covering
body surface (Fig. 2). Neuropodium with 2-3 papil-
lae similar to those of body surface.
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FIG. 4. – Flabelligena gascognensis sp. nov.; A, anterior region, ventral view; B, anterior part, ventral view. Scale = A, 1 mm; B, 100 µm.
FIG. 2. – Flabelligena gascognensis sp. nov.; parapodia of middle 
region, lateral view. Scale = 400 µm.
FIG. 3. – Flabelligena gascognensis sp. nov.; A, neuropodial com-
posite falcigerous chaeta; B, detail of former neuropodial compos-
ite falcigerous chaeta; C, notopodial simple spinulose chaeta; D, 
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Pygidium unknown.
Remarks: The presence of branchiae (three pairs)
and spinulose notochaetae put our specimens into
the genus Flabelligena Gillet, 2001.
Flabelligena gascognensis is closely related to
Flabelligena erratica (Orensanz, 1974) and
Flabelligena mediterranea (Kolmer, 1985). These
three species have branchiae, a pair of large ventral
papillae, and a similar shape/structure of the anteri-
or end. However, F. erratica, like F. cirrata
(Hartman and Fauchald, 1971) and F. amoureuxi
Gillet, 2001, only has one pair of branchiae, where-
as F. mediterranea [and F. biscayensis (Kolmer,
1985)] has two pairs and F. gascognensis has three
pairs. Furthermore, in F. gascognensis, as in F.
erratica, the pair of large ventral papillae is situated
between chaetigers 6 and 7 rather than chaetigers 4
and 5, as occurs in F. mediterranea.
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FIG. 5. – Flabelligena gascognensis sp. nov.; A, anterior part, dorso-lateral view; B, anterior part, dorso-frontal view. Scale = 100 µm.
FIG. 6. – Flabelligena gascognensis sp. nov.; anterior region, dorsal view. Scale = 100 µm.
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DISCUSSION
The family Acrocirridae was created by Banse
(1969) to include the genera Acrocirrus Grube, 1872
and Macrochaeta Grube, 1850, until then situated in
the family Cirratulidae. The genus Flabelligella,
originally placed in the family Flabelligeridae, was
erected by Hartman (1965) and included two
species: F. papillata and F. minuta. Among the main
characteristics of the genus, Hartman indicated: “the
anterior end lacks cage; surface epithelium with
papillae; notopodia with simple, distally pointed,
cross-barred setae; and neuropodia with composite
falcigerous setae with distally hinged appendages”. 
Soon after this genus was included in the family
Fauveliopsidae, and it was finally transferred by
Orensanz (1974) to the family Acrocirridae. In this
work, Orensanz described a new species (F. errati-
ca) and transferred the genus Flabelligella to the
family Acrocirridae. He also emended slightly the
diagnosis of the family as well as the genus. Among
the main characteristics of the genus Flabelligella,
Orensanz mentioned: “...Palpos frontales cortos y
globosos, presentes al menos en una especie. Un par
de cirros o branquias muy caducos presentes en al
menos dos especies”. (“Frontal palps short and
spherical, present at least in one species. A pair of
very deciduous cirri or branchiae present at least in
two species”). [In Figure 1 on page 115, the pres-
ence and position of a pair of frontal palps and a pair
of latero-dorsal appendages (cirri or branchiae
according to Orensanz) can be observed very clear-
ly]. In addition to F. erratica, five species were con-
sidered by Orensanz as belonging to the genus, F.
papillata, F. minuta, F. cirrata, F. macrochaeta and
F. mexicana, so the other branchiate species would
be F. cirrata. However, although some authors such
as Light (1978) followed the ideas of Orensanz, in
some recent important works the genus
Flabelligella is defined as lacking branchiae or sim-
ilar structures (Wolf, 1984; Blake, 1996), showing
the confusion existing with regard to this genus.
Later, Kolmer (1985) described two new species,
Flabelligella mediterranea and Flabelligella bis-
cayensis, having two pairs of branchiae and spinu-
lose notochaetae, and made a slight emendation of
the genus (related to the number of branchiae) in
order to include the new species. Finally, Gillet
(2001) separated the Flabelligella species into two
different genera: the genus Flabelligella, with the
type species F. papillata Hartman, 1965, including
the species without palps [branchiae in Orensanz
(1974), Kolmer (1985) and Blake (1996)] and with
cross-barred notochaetae (F. mexicana, F. minuta
and F. papillata); and the genus Flabelligena, with
the type species F. cirrata (Hartman and Fauchald,
1971), including the species with a pair of palps
[branchiae in Orensanz (1974), Kolmer (1985) and
Blake (1996)] and spinulose or serrated notochaetae
(F. amoureuxi, F. cirrata and F. erratica). Gillet
does not include the species described by Kolmer
(1985). 
F. erratica, Flabelligella mediterranea Kolmer,
1985 and our specimens have similar characteristic
(the shape of the anterior end, frontal palps, pres-
ence of a pair of large ventral papillae, cirri/branchi-
ae, setae, etc.) and we think that they belong to the
same genus. This genus would have palps and
cirri/branchiae.
Taking into account the position of the palps
(frontal) and cirri/branchiae (latero-dorsal, in the
segment previous to the first chaetigerous segment)
in F. erratica, in our opinion, the appendages of
Flabelligella cirrata [“A pair of long, cirriform
appendages is inserted between the peristomium and
the first setigerous segment, in line with the parapo-
dia” (Hartmann and Fauchald, 1971)] and
Flabelligena amoureuxi Gillet, 2001, are not frontal
appendages and would be equivalent to those con-
sidered as cirri/branchiae by Orensanz [Orensanz
(1974) considered F. cirrata as a branchiate
species]. In addition to the pair of appendages
(cirri/branchiae), all these species (and F. biscayen-
sis Kolmer, 1985) could have a pair of very decidu-
os frontal palps, as has been observed in F. erratica
and F. gascognensis.
Thus, these species (F. erratica, F. cirrata, F.
mediterranea, F. biscayensis, F. amoureuxi and F.
gascognensis) would constitute a group of species
having a pair of frontal palps, 1-3 pairs of
cirri/branchiae, spinulose or serrated (not cross-
barred) notochaetae, etc., and would differ from the
other group of species (F. papillata, F. minuta, F.
mexicana and F. macrochaeta) characterized by the
absence of cirri/branchiae and the presence of cross-
barred notochaetae.
At this point there are two possibilities. The first
is to include all the Flabelligella-like species in the
genus Flabelligella, in which case it would be nec-
essary to emend the definition of the genus of
Orensanz (1974), in relation to the number of
branchiae. The second is, following Gillet (2001), to
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separate the species lacking branchiae and provided
with cross-barred notochaetae (Flabelligella), from
the species with branchiae and spinulose or serrated
notochaetae (Flabelligena). This separation could
help to shed light on the confusion about the species
of the genus Flabelligella, but to carry it out it
would be necessary to emend the diagnosis of the
genus Flabelligena slightly in relation to the consid-
eration of the nature of the latero-dorsal appendages
(branchiae and not palps) and the number of them
(1-3). However, in this case the confusion could be
moved to the genus Flabelligena and Macrochaeta.
The main difference between the two genera would
be reduced to the different “habitus” of
Flabelligena, especially the lack of distinct body
regions and the retractile anterior region.
It is clear that the family Acrocirridae needs a
revision, but this is not the aim of this work.
However, we are convinced that until this revision is
carried out the separation of Flabelligella-like
species into two different genera can be useful.
Genus Flabelligena Gillet, 2001
Acrocirrids with prostomium without cephalic
cage, anterior region retractile and lacking distinct
body regions. With various (1-3) pairs of branchiae.
Neuropodia have composite falcigerous chaetae and
notopodia have simple spinulose or serrated, not
cross-barred, chaetae.
The number of currently known species belong-
ing to the genus Flabelligena would be six (Table 1).
Flabelligena species are found mainly in bathyal
and abyssal depths. F. cirrata and F. erratica have
been recorded from the northwest and southwest
Atlantic respectively; F. amoureuxi from the Indian
Ocean, and F. mediterranea from abyssal depths of
the Mediterranean Sea. Two species, F. biscayensis
and F. gascognensis, have been recorded from the
Bay of Biscay.
Key of the genus Flabelligena
1 - One pair of branchiae .......................................2
More than one pair of branchiae ......................4
2 - One pair of large ventral papillae between 
chaetigers 6 and 7 ..............................F. erratica
Large ventral papillae absent............................3
3 - Notochaetae spinulose ...................F. amoureuxi
Notochaetae serrated ...........................F. cirrata
4 - Two pairs of branchiae .....................................5
Three pairs of branchiae. One pair of large 
ventral papillae between chaetigers 6 and 7.......
.....................................F. gascognensis sp. nov.
5 - One pair of ventral papillae between chaetigers 
4 and 5.......................................F. mediterranea
Large ventral papillae absent .......F. biscayensis
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TABLE 1. – A comparison of some characters in existing species in the genus Flabelligena Gillet, 2001. (Adapted from Gillet, 2001).
Species Type locality Depth Pair of Pair of large Chaetigers Notochaetae Neurochaetae Eyes
(m) branchiae ventral papillae
F. cirrata New England 466-530 1 absent 17-24 serrated 1-2 composite 4-8 0
(Hartman and (NW Atlantic)
Fauchald, 1971)
F. amoureuxi Crozet Islands 215-980 1 absent 30 spinulose 1 composite 3-5 0
Gillet (2001) (Indian Ocean)
F. erratica Argentina 288 1 one pair, between 20-30 spinulose 1 composite 1-3 2
(Orensanz, 1974) (SW Atlantic) chaetigers 6-7
F. biscayensis Bay of Biscay 2.210 2 absent incomplete (11) spinulose 2-5 composite 1 0
(Kolmer, 1985) (NE Atlantic)
F. mediterranea Mediterranean 4.690 2 one pair, between incomplete (8) spinulose 2-5 composite 2-4 0
(Kolmer, 1985) Sea chaetigers 4-5
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